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By  K.  L.  Cockerham,  associate  entomologist,  Division  of  Truck  Crop  and  Garden 
Insect  Investigations,  Bureau  of  Entomology  and  Plant  Quarantine 

In  some  parts  of  the  South,  particularly  in  the  States  bordering  the 
Gulf  of  Mexico,  the  roots  and  vines  of  the  sweetpotato  plant  are  often 
severely  damaged  by  the  sweetpotato  weevil  (Cylas Jormicarius  Fab.). 
Although  this  weevil  is  the  most  important  and  destructive  insect 
pest  attacking  the  sweetpotato  crop,  serious  damage  can  be  prevented 
by  following  the  recommendations  for  its  control  given  in  this  leaflet. 

What  the  Sweetpotato  Weevil  Looks  Like 

The  larva  of  the  sweetpotato  weevil  (fig.  1,  a;  fig.  2,  -A)  is  a  legless 
grub,  white,  with  a  pale  brown  head.  It  is  about  three-eighths  of  an 
inch  long.  The  pupa,  or  resting  stage  (fig.  1,  b;  fig.  2,  B,  (J),  which  is 
white  and  slightly  smaller  than  the  grub,  is  inactive  and  does  not  feed. 
It  can  be  distinguished  from  the  larva  by  its  partly  developed  snout, 
legs,  and  wings,  which  lie  folded  against  or  around  the  body.  The 
adult,  or  weevil  (fig.  3),  is  about  one-fourth  of  an  inch  long,  dark  blue 
on  the  head,  snout,  and  back  and  brick  red  in  the  middle  and  on  the 
legs.     The  weevil  looks  very  much  like  a  large  ant. 

How  the  Sweetpotato  Weevil  Lives 

The  adult  or  parent  sweetpotato  weevil  (fig.  3)  lays  its  eggs  in  small 
holes  which  it  punctures  in  the  plants  near  the  surface  of  the  ground, 
or  directly  in  the  potatoes  if  it  can  reach  them.  In  about  a  week  the 
eggs  hatch  into  small  grubs  which  feed  and  grow  in  the  vines  or  in  the 
potatoes  for  about  2  or  3  weeks.  When  fully  grown  (fig.  1,  a;  fig.  2,  ^L) 
they  change  into  the  resting  or  pupal  stage  (fig.  1,  b;  fig.  2,  B,  O), 
which  usually  lasts  7  or  8  days.  The  adult  weevils  then  crawl  out  of 
their  pupal  skins  and  are  ready  to  lay  eggs  for  another  generation.  If 
weather  is  favorable  the  adult  weevil  may  live  for  several  months. 
During  warm  weather  it  takes  about  a  month  for  the  insect  to  reach 
the  adult  weevil  or  parent  stage,  but  during  cool  weather  it  takes  6 
weeks  or  more.  Near  the  Gulf  coast  there  may  be  six  to  eight  genera- 
tions of  weevils  in  a  year.  Weevils  in  stored  potatoes  are  much  less 
active  in  winter  than  in  seasons  when  the  weather  is  warmer.  They 
feed  less  in  the  winter,  and  it  takes  them  longer  to  develop  from  egg  to 
adult. 

Injury  to  the  Sweetpotato  Crop 

The  adult  sweetpotato  weevils  injure  the  plant  by  feeding  on  the 
leaves,  vines,  and  roots,  and  often  during  the  early  part  of  the  season 
they  feed  first  on  the  leaves  and  vines  of  the  young  plants.  If  there 
are  small  holes  in  groups  on  the  surface  of  the  sweetpotatoes  (fig.  4) 
these  are  probably  feeding  marks  of  the  adult  weevils,  or  holes  made 
by  them  in  laying  their  eggs,  or  holes  made  by  newly  developed  weevils 
when  they  came  out  of  the  potatoes. 
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If  the  vines  at  the  base  are  swollen  and  the  bark  looks  gray  and  dead, 
they  may  be  infested  with  the  sweetpotato  weevil.  If  such  yines  are 
cut  open  the  light-colored  grubs  of  the  sweetpotato  weevil  will  be 
found  inside.  If  weevily  sweet-potatoes  are  cut  open  the  grub-made 
tunnels  can  be  seen,  often  occupied  by  the  grubs  themselves  or  by  the 
pupae   (fig.   1).     Even  when  only  slightly  damaged,  these  infested 
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Figure  1. — Cross  section  of  a  sweetpotato,  showing  the  injury  done  by  the  sweetpotato  weevil:  a,  Larva, 
or  grub;  6,  pupa,  or  resting  stage.  Openings  to  tunnels  made  by  weevil  larvae  at  the  center  and  at  the 
sides. 

potatoes  are  unfit  for  use  because  the  injury  caused  by  the  weevil 
grubs  gives  a  bitter  taste  to  the  whole  root.  Within  a  short  time,  if 
the  insects  are  numerous,  the  potatoes  are  completely  destroyed.  In 
any  event,  these  infested  potatoes  are  a  menace  to  future  crops 
because  the  insects  continue  to  feed  and  breed  in  them  until  the 
potatoes  rot  or  become  too  dry  to  permit  further  weevil  development. 

How  to  Prevent  Damage  by  the  Sweetpotato  Weevil 

Sweetpotatoes  can  be  grown  free  from  weevil  injury  with  but 
little  extra  cost  if  the  following  practices  are  adopted: 

(1)  Be  sure  that  the  planting  stock  is  free  from  weevils.  The 
safest  method  is  to  use  State-certified  plants.  If  such  plants  are 
not  obtainable,  carefully  hand-cull  the  seed  potatoes  before  bedding 
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them.  Destroy  all  seed  potatoes  that  show  punctures  or  other  signs 
of  injury  brought  about  by  the  sweetpotato  weevil;  either  burn  such 
roots  or  feed  them  to  livestock.  As  an  added  precaution,  if  weevil- 
free  seed  or  plants  cannot  be  obtained,  fumigate  all  seed  sweetpotatoes 
with  paradichlorobenzene  in  accordance  with  the  methods  described 
in  this  leaflet. 


C      pf    > 

Figure  2.— A,  Larva,  or  grub,  of  the  sweetpotato  weevil;  B,  pupa  of  the  sweetpotato  weevil,  viewed  from 
below;  C,  pupa,  or  resting  stage,  viewed  from  above.  A  about  18  times,  B  and  C  about  1 1  times,  natural 
size. 


(2)  Clean  up  the  old  storage  bank  or  house  as  soon  as  it  is  empty, 
and  burn  all  straw,  trash,  and  infested  and  half-rotted  potatoes. 
This  should  be  done  at  least  1  month  before  the  new  crop  is  planted. 

(3)  Practice  crop  rotation.  Plant  the  new  crop  as  far  as  possible 
from  the  sweetpotato  field  of  the  preceding  year. 

(4)  Plant  draws  for  only  a  small  part  of  the  crop.  The  larger 
part  should  be  grown  from  vine  cuttings,  and  the  part  produced  from 
draws  should  be  used  first. 
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(5)  Set  the  plants  deeply,  and  in  cultivating  them  throw  the  soil 
up  high  around  the  base  of  the  vines.  This  will  make  it  hard  for  the 
weevils  to  reach  the  potatoes. 

(6)  In  the  old  sweetpotato  field  plant  a  crop  that  requires  clean 
cultivation.  Dig  out  and  destroy  any  volunteer  sweetpotato  plants 
left  after  this  cultivation. 


Figure  3. — The  adult,  or  parent,  sweetpotato  weevil.    About  14  times  natural  size 


(7)  Harvest  the  crop  clean. 

(a)  Cut  the  vines  off  at  the  surface  of  the  ground  and  remove 
them  before  plowing  out  the  potatoes.  Burn  the  vines  as  soon  as 
they  are  dry. 

(b)  Hand-cull  the  potatoes  in  the  field  while  they  are  being  plowed  out. 
Destroy  by  burning  or  feed  to  livestock  all  weevil-infested  potatoes. 

(c)  Pick  up  from  the  field  and  destroy  all  crowns,  roots,  small 
potatoes,  and  scraps  that  have  been  left  after  harvest. 

(d)  Turn  the  hogs  into  the  potato  field  immediately  after  harvest. 
Their  rooting  and  feeding  will  uncover  and  destroy  small  potatoes 
and  roots  that  the  diggers  missed. 
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Figure  4.— Sweetpotato  showing  typical  feeding  marks  and  exit  holes  made  by  sweetpotato  weevils. 
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(8)  Do  not  bank  potatoes  in  the  same  place  two  years  in  succession. 
If  a  permanent  storage  house  is  used,  clean  it  thoroughly  before  plac- 
ing the  new  crop  in  it. 

How  to  Fumigate  Seed  Sweetpotatoes 

Recent  experiments  with  paradichlorobenzene  have  shown  that 
sweetpotatoes  intended  for  seed  can  be  successfully  fumigated  with 
this  material  and  all  stages  of  the  sweetpotato  weevil  that  may  be 
contained  in  them  killed.  Fumigation  with  paradichlorobenzene 
does  not  injure  the  potatoes  for  seed  purposes.  Use  the  following 
methods  in  fumigating  seed  sweetpotatoes: 

(1)  Twenty-one  days  before  the  time  to  bed  the  sweetpotatoes, 
choose  carefully  the  potatoes  to  be  used  for  this  purpose.  Destroy, 
by  burning  or  by  feeding  to  livestock,  all  potatoes  that  show  any  signs 
of  infestation  by  the  sweetpotato  weevil. 

(2)  To  fumigate  small  quantities  of  potatoes:  Place  the  potatoes  in 
a  tight  barrel  or  in  a  tight  box.  Cover  them  with  a  4-inch  layer  of  dry 
straw  or  pine  needles.  Over  the  straw  or  pine  needles  sprinkle  the 
paradichlorobenzene  evenly  at  the  rate  of  1  ounce  for  each  bushel  of 
potatoes  to  be  fumigated.  Then  cover  the  paradichlorobenzene  with 
4  inches  of  soil.  After  21  days  the  potatoes  can  be  taken  out  of  the 
barrel  or  box  and  bedded. 

(3)  To  fumigate  large  quantities  of  seed:  Large  quantities  of  seed 
can  be  fumigated  in  the  ordinary  cone-shaped  dirt  storage  banks 
used  by  many  growers.  First  cover  the  potatoes  with  a  4-inch  layer 
of  dry  straw  or  pine  needles.  Then  sprinkle  the  paradichlorobenzene 
evenly  on  top  of  the  straw  and  pine  needles  at  the  rate  of  2  ounces 
for  each  bushel  of  potatoes.  Then  complete  the  covering  or  capping 
of  the  bank  with  at  least  4  inches  of  soil.  The  potatoes  can  be  used 
for  bedding  21  days  after  the  beginning  of  the  treatment. 

(4)  Caution:  Do  not  fumigate  with  paradichlorobenzene  any  sweet- 
potatoes which  are  intended  for  use  as  food.  Such  fumigation  gives  an 
objectionable  odor  and  unpleasant  taste  to  the  potatoes. 

(5)  If  paradichlorobenzene  cannot  be  had  from  local  dealers,  consult 
or  write  to  your  county  agricultural  agent,  State  agricultural  experi- 
ment station,  or  State  department  of  agriculture. 
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